Studies of the affective state in bereaved children.
The process of bereavement in children ranges from the absence of grief to symptoms of anxiety and conduct disturbances. Some psychoanalytic opinion holds that the absence of grief, associated with lack of cognitive maturity, leads to the development of psychopathology later in life. Other writers describe a mourning response, taking the form of ambivalence, anxiety, and care giving, which may protect against subsequent depression. This paper describes the affective response in 16 children ages four to 17 years, two to three years following the death of a parent, in order to further characterize developmental aspects of the emotional repertoire of bereavement. Only children aged 12 and over were depressed according to the Poznansky Children's Depression Rating Scale and criteria in the DSM-III. Conduct disturbances were observed in the younger children and some of the older children and were correlated with depression in the group as a whole. This suggests that the expression of depressive affect depends on maturation and that the young child may register grief only through anxiety and negativism. Examples of this spectrum of responses are offered in two case vignettes.